




learning they could deplete the stratos-
pheric ozone layer;

• made significant progress in reduc-
ing children’s average blood lead lev-
els, after learning that lead can have
devastating impacts on children’s
intellectual development;

• made significant strides in encour-
aging farmers to adapt new practices
that reduce soil erosion and nutrient
and pesticide runoff into streams; and

• found that industrial emissions of
toxic pollutants can often be reduced
or avoided through changed practices
and better management.

Over this same period, we have strug-
gled to define what we are talking about,
to develop a better sense of what needs to
be done, to determine how far we have to
go to protect ourselves and the planet,
and to try to develop methods to measure
our progress. To some extent, this will
always be a work in progress, as new
information and new research continual-
ly increase our understanding of the
impact of human activities.

We have witnessed a substantial
broadening of the definition of environ-
mental quality. The term now means far
more than simply cleaner air and water,
safe drinking water, healthy ecosystems,
safe food, toxic-free communities, safe
waste management, and the restoration
of contaminated sites. 

Today, the term connotes a steward-
ship ethic: that is, an active effort to man-
age our lands and communities in ways
that minimize environmental damage. 









imposed an important new directive on
the entire federal establishment. NEPA
required that all federal agencies would
now have to consider and describe the
environmental consequences of their
major decisions—including alternative
courses of action (see Chapter 3,
“National Environmental Policy Act”).

Earth Day, on April 22, 1970, attract-
ed millions of Americans to events
around the country, calling for action to
protect the environment. But many still
wondered if this was a long-term move-
ment or a passing fad. A front-page story
in 



threaten to move to an area with less cost-
ly environmental regulations. “Smoke-
stack chasing” on the part of local eco-
nomic development officials created a
“race to the bottom” that made it difficult
for state or local governments to regulate
pollution.

Through the 1960s there was a grow-
ing determination that federal interven-
tion was a way to avoid this problem. In
the Air Quality Act of 1967, the federal
government directed states to establish
air quality regions and called for the fed-
eral government to establish scientific
criteria for regulating air pollutants. This





Air Quality

Overall, between 1970 and 1994 the
combined emissions of the six principal
pollutants declined 24 percent. (Trends



TRI Air Emissions. Data on annual
air emissions, starting with the 1987
reporting year, have been collected annu-
ally for the Toxics Release Inventory
(TRI).  The reports have been submitted
annually since 1987 by manufacturing
facilities with 10 or more employees. Not
all chemicals are listed under TRI report-
ing requirements, although chemical
coverage was greatly expanded for the
1995 reporting year and now includes

almost 650 chemicals and chemical cate-
gories.

Over the 1988–1994 period, total TRI-



treatment plants declined by 36 percent
(Figure 1.7). Direct industrial discharges
of toxic pollutants are down dramatically
since 1972.

EPA’s 1994 National Water Quality
Inventory is based on surveys conducted
during 1992 and 1993. The inventory
included 17 percent of the nation’s total
river miles, 42 percent of the nation’s
total lake area, and 78 percent of the
nation’s total estuarine area. 

The survey of rivers found that 57
percent of all river miles showed good
water quality and broadly met the stan-
dards associated with their designated
use, while 7 percent were in good condi-
tion but threatened by future degrada-
tion. About 22 percent were in fair condi-
tion, partially supporting their designated
uses. Another 14 percent showed poor
quality (Figure 1.8). Bacteria and silta-
tion were the problems most often found,
each affecting 34 percent of all impaired
rivers. Pollutants from agricultural activi-

ties were identified in 60 percent of all
impaired miles.

The lake survey found 50 percent of
the nation’s lake area in good condition,
13 percent in good condition but threat-
ened, 28 percent in fair condition, and 9
percent in poor condition. Leading pollu-
tants included nutrients, which were
found in 43 percent of all impaired lake
acres, followed by siltation (28 percent),
oxygen-depleting substances (24 per-
cent), and metals (21 percent).

The survey of the nation’s total estuar-
ine area found 57 percent in good condi-
tion, 6 percent in good condition but
threatened, 27 percent in fair condition,
and 9 per-



In all three cases, less than 1 percent
of rivers, lakes, and estuaries had such
poor water quality that use support was
not attainable due to various biological,
chemical, physical, or economic/social
conditions.

The conversion of wetlands (both fed-
eral and nonfederal) to other uses has
slowed considerably over the past several
decades, dropping from an average of
690,000 acres per year in the 1954–74
period to about 423,000 acres annually in
the 1974–83 period (Figure 1.9). During
the 1982–92 period, it is estimated that
156,000 acres were lost annually on non-
federal lands (estimates for federal lands
during this period are not yet available). 

Of the 1.56 million acres of nonfeder-
al wetlands lost over the 1982–92 period,
about 1.4 million acres became uplands
and about 200,000 acres became deepwa-
ter habitat. During the same period,
about 769,000 acres of deepwater or
upland habitat became wetland. Thus,
though absolute losses were estimated at

156,000 acres annually, the average “net”
loss of wetlands on nonfederal lands aver-
aged 70,000 to 90,000 acres annually.

Solid and Hazardous Waste 

In absolute terms, municipal waste
generation has grown steadily and is
expected to continue to grow (Figure
1.10). From 1960 to 1994, waste genera-
tion increased from 88 million tons to
209 million tons, and projections indi-
cate that it will rise to 262 million tons by
the year 2010. Per capita generation,
which rose from 2.7 pounds per day in
1960 to 4.4 pounds per day in 1994, is
projected to hold steady at 4.4 pounds
through the year 2000, but increase to
4.7 pounds by the year 2010. 

By September 1995 EPA had identi-
fied 40,094 potentially hazardous waste
sites across the nation, including sites
potentially contaminated with radioactive
waste. About 94 percent of these sites



have been assessed by EPA to determine
if further action is needed. To clear the
way for the economic redevelopment of
sites that are not of federal concern, the
Clinton Administration by 1995 had
removed more than 24,000 sites from the
Superfund inventory, leaving 15,622
remaining in the inventory. 

The Superfund law’s National Priori-
ties List (NPL) identifies the nation’s
most seriously contaminated hazardous
waste sites, which are given highest prior-
ity for Superfund cleanup. By September
1995, a total of 1,374 sites had been listed
or proposed for listing. Work was under-









energy use is the nation’s largest source of
air pollution. Energy use in vehicles is
expected to continue to rise throughout
the beginning of the 21st century.

The Unfinished Agenda 

Despite the progress that has been
made on some fronts, many challenges
remain. In some cases, the pressures
posed by population growth have been
difficult to overcome. Partly as a result of
the growth in the number of automobiles
on the road, total emissions of nitrogen
oxides (NOx) have increased since 1970,
which has contributed to a continuing


















